A Human God ? 


God's becoming a human being 
and human beings becoming God 


A brief introduction to the Christian Doctrine of Theosis. 


The word theosis must be unfamiliar to most of you. It may also be 
unpalatable to some. The Ox/ord Dictionary of the Christian church does 
not have an entry under Theosis or its equivalent Divinisation. Nor would 
most Protestant or Roman Catholic dictionaries of Theology - not even the 
seemingly exhaustive thirly volume Dictionnaire de Theologie Catholique. 


Because - neither the word nor the concept has been acceptable to the 
west- In general. Theosisis nol Beatific Vision. And perhaps to say how they 
differ is the best way to clarify what Theosis is. 


The Beatific Vision is a Platonic expression. To makarion theama is a 
term developing from the passage in Phaedrus, where Plato’s Socrates 
speaks about the sights which the soul ascending to heaven sees - “many 
blessed sights in the inner heaven”. It is this opsis makarios, which in Plato 
is an intellectual experience of the individual soul as it ascends with wings 
into the kosmos noétos that later becomes transformed into the Beatific 
Vision of the West. The Beatific Vision or Intuitive Vision of God, is defined 
by the Dict. Theol. Catholique (by A, Michel) as the “the act of the intelligence 
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by which the blessed know God in Himself, clearly and immediately”. Inthe 
Wester tradition, seeing God is primarily an intellectual act, of the blessed 
in heaven, which can be foreshadowed in human experience or earth. The 
object of this experience is God Himself - not some analogy or imageofGod. 
It is direct, unmediated vision; not abstract. conceptual knowledge com- 
posed of qualities perceived by the senses. The Latin terms vary - visio 
beatifica, visio beata. Il is the beatifying vision - the experience which 
imparts beatitude. It is a “supernatural” experience, impossible for the 
natural faculties of (he human being, according to the Western tradition. 


The formal delinilion in the West was given by Pope Benedict XII, in his 
constitulio called Benedictus Deus (January 29, 1336). 


“They (the elect) will see, and do see the divine essence inan 
intuilive and face to face vision, the divine essence appear- 
ing to themimmediately, withouta veil (nuditer), clearly and 
openly, so that in this vision they might enjoy the divine 
essence ilself”. 


Pope Benedict took his position so seriously that when some Arme- 
nians sought union with Rome five years later (1341), the Pope countedas 
one of the Armenian heresies that they denied the blessed vision of the 
essence of God to Christians”. 


Pope Benedict's views were in lum based on scholastic scientia. 
Thomas Aquinas in his Summa Contra Gentiles (III: 51, 54, 57) and in the 
Summa Theologica (Prima: Q.12), expressly cites St. John Chrysostom * 
(Commentary on John, Homily XV), and Dionysius the Pseudo-Areopagite 
(de Divinis Nominibus 1:5) who say that God's essence cannot be compre- 
hended by human knowledge. According to Thomas, God cannot be 
comprehended, but still (he human mind can have a direct unmediated, 
intellectual, intuitive vision of the essence of God, though it cannot be fully 
understood. On the basis of these passages in Thomas, Western scholas- 
licism developed this distinclion between vision of knowledge and vision of 
comprehension, the second alone being impossible. 


To the Eastern tradition, the scholasitc position seems perilously close 
to the Eunomian heresy which in the 4th century claimed that the essence 
of God was in His un-originateness (agennésia) and that this could be 
comprehendedby the human intellect. Western theologians like the Jesuit 
Gabriel Vazquez (1551 - 1604) would expressly support Eunomius : 
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“Eunomius was after all not mad, in maintaining that the 
idea he could have of God was equal to the idea and 
knowledge God has of himself. (Commentaria ad 
disputationes in primam partem S, Thomae, Vol.I, Antwerp, 
1621, pp. 195-200) 


This is the paradox of Western spirituality - that on the one hand it 
exalts the human intellect to he point ofequality with the Divine mind now, 
butyeton the other had maintains the sinfulness and utter helplessness of 
(he human being. Praising the human mind, it yet condemns human 
nature. 


Eastern theology has the opposite paradox - it lacks this great 
sanguinily about the power of the human intellect, but still passionately 
holds to the perfectibility of the human to become the icon of the Divine. 


The time of the “Armenian Controversy in the Roman Catholic Church 
is also the time of the dispute between Gregory Palamas, the medieval 
ascetic theologian of Thessaloniki and Western scholasticism, Fitzralph, 
who studied the “Armenian heresy” for the Pope, also probably regarded the 
leaching of Palamas as “ridiculous dogmas” (ridicula dogmata), as a later 
writer, Denis Petau (1583-1652) regarded them - ifhe knew about Palamas 
atall. 


The major Byzantine heresy which Petau attacked in the seventeenth 
century was the doctrine of the “Uncreated Light” which the blessed could 
see with their eyes - such as the Apostles saw on Mount Tabor, the mount 
oftransfiguration. This doctrine, that what Moses saw on Mount Sinaiand 
James, John and Peter saw on Mount Tabor. is the reflection of the glory of 
God, that it is different from all created splendour, and that it is this 
uncreated light that the blessed can see when Cod grants them the grace 
to do so, was not acceptable to 17th century Roman Catholic thought, For 
Petau this is a “senseless and barbarous fable’. Prof. Vladimir Lossky 
discusses this controversy in the first chapter of his The Vision of God (Eng. 
Tr. Faith Press, London, 1963). 


In this paper we shall try to summarize briefly the very rich tradition 
of Eastern (not necessarily Byzantine) or Asian -African spirituality on the 
“divinisation of human beings” (theosts) and the vision of God. It cannot be 
a comprehensive summary, The best that one can do is to lift up the more 
important aspects of an inexhaustibly rich spiritual tradition. rich not so 
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much in intellectual achlevements as in depth of experience and 
perception. 

We should start with Scripture, as the Eastern tradition always likes 
to do. The word of God (o Moses in Exodus 33:20 - 23 is decisive for our 
tradition: 

“And He said, You are not capable of seeing my face: for no 
human being (adam) can see me and live”. 


The special concession to Moses is that after the glory of God passes 
over the cleft of the rock in which God hides Moses to protect him, Moses 
can see the “back parts” fachorai) but His face (panai) cannot be seen 
(Exodus 33:23). 


This tradilion is re-affirmed in Judges 6:22, 13:22, Isiah 6:5etc. Elijah 
has to cover his face with his mantle when Yahweh appears to him (1 Kgs. 
19:13). What Gideon saw face to face was only the “malak-Yahweh" (the sent 
of God, Judges 6:22), and it was malak-Yahweh that appears lo Manoah, 
the father of Samson (also called Man of God - (Ish-ha-elohim, Judges 13:6, 
but with an appearance that is awesome) to Abraham (Gen. 18:1 M), to 
Jacob (Gen:32:24-30), to Isaiah (IS 6:1 [f}, to Ezekiel ( Exekiel 1,8,10), to 
Daniel (8:15. 10:6, 10:18), and to all the congregation of Israel (Numbers 
16:19 ff), to Solomon (I Kgs. 3:5, 9:2, 2 Chro 1:7), to David ( 2 Chro 3:1), to 
Job (42:5) and so on. 


It is always a human form, one like a Son of Man (human being), in 
glory, in which God appears to human beings though occasionally he 
appears as fire, lightning, thunder or the still, small voice. In connection 
with the Incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ, we see again a repetition of 
these appearances of (he Angel of the Lord. The melak-Yahweh of the old 
Testament is the angelos-kuriou of the New Testament, who appears to 
Joseph (Mt 1:20, 2:13, 2:19), to Zachariah (LK 1:11 ff), to Mary (LK 1:26 f), 
and lo the shepherds (LK 2:9 fM), It is the angel of the Lord who opens the 
doors of the prison for the Apostles ( Acts 5:19), and speaks to Phillip (Acts 
8:26) directing the Apostles as well as Phillip in the mission of the Church. 
The angel appears to Cornelius (Acts 10:3 fl) and breaks the chains of Peter 
in prison {Acts 12: 7-8). . 

Itis one of the deepest mysteries of God's reality - this relation between 


God, the Spirit of the Lord, the Angel of the Lord, the Son of Man, and us 
human beings. Angels are in a sense counter-parts of the human person. 
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devoid of sin, humanity's true destiny. In heaven all children have their 
counterpart angels, “beholding ever the visage of my Father” (Mt 18:10), 
says Christ to me, and! do not claim to have penetrated the deep mystery 
of the meaning of our Lord's word. 


For the Eastern tradition this divine manifestation as the Angel of 
the Lord who is also the Son of Man in glory (mount of transfiguration) is 
further the destiny of human beings. 


This is the meaning of Transfiguration for us. The uncreated light of 
Mount Tabor was in three humanbeings - Jesus Christ, Moses and Elijah, 
and this is the Lrue destiny of us all, . 


. Isaiah's Angel of the Presence - (melal- panau the angel of his face) is 
what accompanies Moses as he goes away from Yahweh's direct presence. 
~My presence (panai= my face) will go with you” says Yahweh to Moses and 
Moses replies: “If your presence (paneyka = your face) does not go with me, 
do not take us up from here” (Ex 33: 14-15). It is the face of the Lord that 
is (he presence of the Lord; and it is this face that we see in its fullness in 
Jesus Christ, but also, in proporlionalely lower measures, on the face of 
Moses and Elijah, and of every believer in whom Christ dwells, and who is 
a child of God (teknon theou : I John 3:1) 


It is this sharing In the life and consequently in the glory of God that 
we in the Asian-African tradition of Christianity call Theosis or Divinisation. 


In the brief compass of this paper, il is not possible to go through a 
comprehensive study of the Asian-African Christian Fathers, but we shall 
take two Eastern Fathers. perhaps the most philosophically articulale of 
the classical fathers - Gregory of Nyssa (ca 335 - ca 398}, and Cyril of 
Alexandria (370-444). 


Gregory's most erudite work is the Commentary on the Song of Songs, 
which still remains untranslated into English. His Homilies on the Beati- 
tudes would be the best place for us to start. Or, perhaps, his Life of Moses 
may be easier to follow. For a proper understanding of the Asian-African, 
or pre-Byzantine heritage in this regard, however, there is no better 
literature I know to which I can draw your attention, than the wrilings of 
Gregory of Nyssa. 

He has been attacked - by Platonists like Evagrius, or by Western 
Augustinianists who always accuse him of “Semi-Pelagianism”. But 
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Gregory is neither Platonist nor could Augustine have made all the big 
mislakes he did make had he cared to read and understand Gregory. 


Gregory of Nyssa agrees with that other (non-intellectual) spiritual 
genius of Asia, Ephraim the Syrian, inopposing theologians like Eunomlus, 
who, cocksure about the unlimited capacity of their intellects, proceed to 
“scrutinize” or analyse God, as ifhe were an object ora concept. Eunomian 
rationalism, inheritedby Europe, is perhaps thegreatest enemy of the true 
knowledge of God. 


Along with the Asian Gregory of Nyssa I would offer another - an 
African of outstanding spiritual perception - far superior to that other 
African contemporary Augustinus of Hippo - SL. Cyrilof Alexandria who died 
in 444 AD. (Augustine died in 430). 


InSt. Gregory andinSt. Cyril, the final end of human beings is neither 
the knowledge of God nor the “possession” of God, not even a “beatific 
vision”. The final end is metousia or methexis, participation in the divine life, 
and this is transfiguration - being transformed inwardly into the image of 
God, 


The word deification or theosis actually comes from St. Cyril, though 
the concept is already in St. Gregory. 


The main point in earlier Asian writers like Ireneusis the transforma- 
lion of the corruptible and death-bound human body into the incorruptible 
andimmorial resurrection body (see Ireneus Adu: Haer. IV. 38, 3-4). But in 
Ireneus, (hough the notion ofa face (o face vision of God Is sull there, we are 
(ransformed to be God-bearers - not to become like God. The suggestion is 
already there, though not worked oul in detail, that in so far as we are 
adopted to be children of God, our very nature is transformed into the 
nature of God. Incorruptibility and Immortalily are aspects of the divine 
nature. that nature “which became what we are” in order that we ourselves 
may share in (he Father's nature. It was Clement of Alexandria, who in his 
Protreptique, made the classical statement “The word of God was made a 
human being in order that you can learn froma human being howahuman 
could become God" (anthropos genétai Theos. Prot. 1:8). Clement was also 
the first to use the word theopoiein, { to make God, to divinise) and this 
process of divinisation was to take place through a process of disciplined 
instruction - a pedagogy which was more than merely intellectual training. 


Gregory of Nvssa was emboldened by his brother St. Basil's teaching 
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that the Holy Spirit who defies human beings must himself be divine (de 
Sancto Spirito: 23). Basil uses the expression Theon genesthai = “to become 
God”, or “to be made God”, and echoes St. Athanasius, de Incarnatione: 54 
- where the formula was : 


“He became man that we might become divine” (autos gar 
enénthropésen, hina humeis theopoiethomen). 


On the basis of the Scriptures, and of the interpretation strongly 
attested in the tradition by both St. Athanasius and St. Basil, St. Gregory 
of Nyssa works out his doctrine of Theosis as an infinite process. 


The governing concept for Gregory's doctrine of Theosis is that of the 
Image of God - the eikon theou, Gregory was strongly opposed to any notion 
ofan intellectual and intuilive direct vision of God. He would pul il this way: 


“Knowledge (gndsis) has something like a commercial 
(emporike) disposition; towards accumulating that which is 
known. That is nol (he way the faith of the Christians works. 
The substance of faith is not what is known, but what is 
hoped for. Once we have mastered or ownedsomething, we 
do not go on hoping for it....... That which evades our 
comprehension, faith makes our own, by itsown certilude, 
pledging to us that whichis not seen.... Vain is he who says 
thal he is able to know God's being through the knowledge 
thal pulls up ....... Learning then how transcendent that 
nature is, let us humbly remain within our own limils of 
silence. It is both safer and more devout (o believe that God 
is more majestic than our minds can conceive, (han, afler 
having circumscribed his glory by some conception ofours, 
to think that there could be nothing beyond that.” 


(Gregory of Nyssa, Answer to Enunomius' Second Book, PG 
45:941-944, NPNF. Two: V: pp. 259-260, E.T. author's). 


So then knowledge of God, or an intuitive beatific vision of God is not 
the issue for Christians. It is transfiguration into the glorious image of God 
that matters. 

But, for Gregory of Nyssa, there is a central image for this growing Into 
the Image of God - that of epektasis, the infinite stretching beyond of the 
human soul towards its archetype. namely God. The concept is Pauline : 
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“Nol that | have already attained, or that I am already 
perfect. But I press on, in order that I may perchance lay 
hold of that for which I am laid hold of by Christ Jesus. 
Brothers, I do not consider myself to have attained; but one 
thing I can say: forgetting the things behind me, towards 
those things which are ahead I reach out (epekteinomenos). 
I press on towards a goal, for the prize of the calling from 
high of God in Christ Jesus” (Phil 3: 12-14). 


The goal, the horizon that beckons ever, is indeed God; the bridegroom 
who is always a few steps ahead, and afier whom the Bride has to run. To 
be human is a project - a race to be run, a constant going beyond. To be 
Christian 1s lo be put on the right tack and to be given a community in 
which the race can be better run - the race of theosis. 


It Is a race towards the light, but the course is through darkness - 
through the cloud of unknowing, through the difficult task of laying aside 
the false and pulled up knowledge that separates us [rom God. The 
theophany appears to Mosesas light - the burning bush. But as hegoes up 
Mount Sinai, it is in the darkness of the cloud that God encounters him. 
Gregory explains it thus : 


“The word teaches us that knowledge of true faith becomes 
light at first, to whomever receives it. For the opposite of 
what we know by faith is darkness. So the tuming away 
from darkness happens by participation in the light. But the 
more the mind advances (in the light), by an effort always 
greater and more perfect, to achieve comprehension of the 
existenls, the more he understands that the divine nature 
transcends all these, and that it is invisible (atheoreton). 
Leaving aside then all appearances, and nol only what the 
senses perceive, (he mind tends towards the more interior 
reality, until it goes beyond the manifold preoccupations of 
he mind to the invisible and incomprehensible, there to see 
God. For in this is the true knowledge of the one who is 
sought, and in this not knowing is truly to know, for the 
soughtonetranscends all perception, protected on all sides 
by a darkness of incomprehensibility. That is why the lofty 
St. John, who has already penetrated this luminous dark- 
ness, also says: “No one has ever seen God", making it clear 
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by this negation that the knowledge of God's ousia is 
inaccessible not merely to human beings, but also to all 
intelligible natures”. 


(Life of Moses: 162-163 Sources Chretiennes: pp 210 I.) 


Greogry describes then how, having laid aside all human knowledge, 
Moses advances towards the tent not made by human hands, to the very 
sanctuary of the presence of God, always going up, and always stretching 
beyond oneself. As Moses leaves the lower part of Mount Sinai, and gels to 
the top, he hears the trumpets sound. Alter this he moves up further to enter 
the secret dwelling-place of the knowledge of God. But there too he cannot 
stop- even when he has climbedas far as he can go on solid ground. Beyond 
is “the temple not made with hands’. The trumpets reveal the admirable 
harmony of the upper regions of the creation, But what lies beyond Is the 
darkness - of unknowability and invisibility - UheSanctuary and the Holy of 
Holies where God dwells. And you have to have special priestly robes toenter 
thissanctuary, the tunic of virtue andincorruptibility given to us at baptism 
and the decorations of good faith and good deeds (the golden bells and the 
pomegranates that decorated the high priests’ robe). It Is the inner beauty 
of the human person, shaped by faith and the practice of the good that one 
needs to enter the sanctuary of the presence of God. 


At the top of the ascent of Mount Sinal, Moses does not see God face 
lo face - though because of the ardour of his love for God. he makes the 
demand for such a face to face vision which God in tum refuses: “You are 
not able to see my face. No man can see my face and live” (Ex.33:20). Once 
again Gregory explains that thisis not a case of seeing God leading to death, 
bula simple assertion of the fact that the Infinitecannol be comprehended, 
for that which comprehends has to be greater than thal which is compre- 
hended. 

“So the unbounded nature cannot be comprehended. So no 
one cancomprehend the incomprehensible nature. But all 
desire for the good, which draws one into this ascent, never 
ceases lo stretch itselfbeyond itself, in this race for the good. 
And that indeed is seeing God - this never finding satiety for 
one's desire of the good. It is necessary, seeing through all 
thal can be seen, (o burn inside with the desire to see more. 
Thus there can be no stopping or interruption on the ascent 
towards God, for the good does not have a limit at which one 


34 A Human God 


stops, and the desire for the good knows no satiety which 
stops the desire itself”. 


(Life of Moses 238-239 S.C.p, 270) 
But what does it mean that Yahweh says to Moses : 


“Behold, here is a place beside me. You shall stand on a 
rock, And as my Glory passes by, will put you in aclell of 
the rock. I will then cover you with my palm during my 
passing. Then! will remove my palm, and you shall see my 
back. But my face, it cannot be seen.” 


(Exodus 33:2 1-23) 


“Here is a place by me, a rock.” That rock is Christ, says Gregory, - 
Chirst the fullness of all good. Christ is the rock on which God establishes 
us, when we have reached the summit, in a stable way, and the cleft of the 
rockis the true temple not made with hands, the Body of Christ, prepared 
in heaven [or us for the time when this perishable temple is put away. Yes, 
for Gregory, itis the time of the endof this life when real un-knowing begins, 
and at the end of this earthy life, when we are moved by the intense desire 
to see God face to face, God establishes us more firmly onthe Rock of Christ, 
and in the temple not made with hands, where one is securely protected by 
the palm of God, where one can know that the glory of God is passing by. 
and later even see the trailing back parts of the glory of God as Moses did. 


That is where theosis leads us - into the heavenly temple. the cleft of © 
the Rock that Is Christ, into His very body, the paradise of delights, the 
eternal tabernacle, the dwelling place in the presence of God, the bosom of 
(the Patriarchs, the land of the living, the waters of rest, \he heavenly 
Jerusalem, the kingdom ofheaven, the crown of grace, the crown of delight, 
the crown of beauty, the treasure-house of all good. 


And in thal treasure house the epektasis goes on: there one hears 
again the voice of the eternal bride-groom, saying “come, follow me”. And 
the journey goes on, with the Bridegroom, into greater and greater delights, 
joys, beauties. That is why you see only the back parts of the glory of God. 
You have to keep on following that trailing glory. You do not see God face 
to face; you see only the back parts; bul sull your own face wouldbe shining 
with the reflection of the glory of God. 


So then, what is perfection? Perfection is in progress. Or. as Gregory 
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puts it in his concluding para of the Life of Moses : 


“For this is true perfection (teleiotés), - neither to leave your 
evil life for slavish fear of punishment nor to do good In the 
hope ofre-compense, trading the virtuous life with a calcu- 
lating and selfish mentality, but, trusting firmly in the 
promise that all good things are kept in store for us, not 
worrled or anxious about anything except to fall from the 
love of God, estimating nothing more honourable and pre- 
cious than lo become the beloved of God, which is according 
lo me, the perfection of life”. 


(Para 320, S.C.P. 326) 
GOD AND HUMANITY 


The Search and Reach of Love. 


The concept of epekiasis, the infinite stretching towards God-form, 
takes on a more engaging metaphor in Gregory's commentary on the Song 
of Songs. God ts not possessed; He is infinitely reached after by the desire 
of love. This may be a bit difficult for puritan minds to grasp, but the only 
possible Christian interpretation of the Song of Songs Is to conceive the 
Bride as the Church, or as Humanity as a whole, or as the personal soul, 
striving in love and desire for union with God in Christ. 


Christ Is the Beloved, with whom we are already united by Baptism 
and Chrismation. But thal union ts the beginning ofa process - an infinite 
process, of knowing the Beloved more and more deeply, becoming moreand 
more like the Beloved. 


“The soul, having gone out at the word ofher Beloved, looks 
for himbut does not find Him. In this way sheis, inacerlain 
sense, wounded and beaten because of the frustration of 
what she desires. now that she thinks that her yearning for 
the Other cannot be fulfilled or salisfled. But the vell ofher 
grief is removed when she learns that the true satisfaction 
ofher desire consists in constantly going on in her quest and 
never ceasing in her ascent, seeing that every fulfillment of 
her desire continually generates a further desire for the 
Transcendent. Thus the veil of her despair is torn away and 
the bride realizes that she will always discover more and 
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more of the incomprehensible and unhoped for beauty of 
her Spouse throughout all eternity. Then she is torn by an 
even more urgent longing, and .....she communicates toher 
Beloved the dispositions of her heart. For she has received 
within her God's special dart, she has been wounded in the 
heart by the point of faith, she has been mortally wounded 
by the arrow of love’. 


Commentary on the Song of Songs. PG.44: 773 C-D Engl.Tr. 
Herbert Musurillo, ed. From Glory to Glory London, 1961, 
P.45) 


Greogry's notion of theosis thus postulates something quite different 
from what the mystical tradition in general has postulated. In all mystical 
traditions, change is regarded as untrue and undesirable. Even Augustine 
wanted to be delivered from this changing stream of Ume into that 
changeless eternity of God. Our Hindu spiritual tradilion also defines truth 
as that which is changeless, and regards change as aconsequence of avidya 
or maya, as something that needs to be overcome. 


For Gregory of Nyssa, change is the essential character of all created 
existence (he also does not posit change in God), and there is nothing wrong 
with change as such. What matters is the direction of change. To be 
unchanging is impossible for created existence. Either one must change 
from better to worse or vice versa. Sin and the dominion of Sin create a 
situation in which change Is towards death and disintegration, towards the- 
worse - the spiral of evil, the akolouthia t6n kakén (sequence of evils), and 
what Christ does Is to rescue us from this moving spiral that takes us 
towards non-being and to put us into a spiral which is carrying upward, 
towards God. towards greater and greater participation in His being. 


This is the ascent of Mount Sinai, but il is an ascent for which there 
is no stop. The good is infinite, its only boundary being evil. Andso progress 
in the good never ends. And itis this infinite progress in the good, which goes 
on even after death, that Gregory regards as the highest good available to 
a created being. 


And it is this, essentially, which the Eastern Tradition regards as 
Theosis or divinisation. The mutability of cur human nature remains 
unchanged. And in this sense there can be no identity between humanity 
and God. * 
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“One ought not then to be distressed when one considers 
this tendency in our nature; rather let us change in sucha 
way thal we may constantly evolve towards what is better, 
being transformed from glory to glory (2 Cor 3:18) and thus 
always improving and ever becoming more perfect by daily 
growth, and never arriving at any limit of perfection. For that 
perfection consists in our never stopping in our growth In 
good, never circumscribing our perfection by any limita- 
tion.” 

(On perfection: PG 46: 285 BC Eng.Tr. Musurillo, op cit p. 
84) 


We need only to give a brief illustration of the view of St. Cyril of 
Alexandria. 


For St.Cyril also, “knowledge of God” is not key to Theosis. It is 
participation in God's being, transfiguration into God's image, to become 
sons and daughters of God, not by nature, but by participation, made 
possible by the Holy Spirit uniting us to God. 


_ We are deified, says St. Cyril, by the Holy Spirit who makes us 
likenesses of the Son, the perfect image of the Father (Commentary on 
St.John PG 74:541). Itis the presence of the Holy Spirit that makes theosis 
possible. Christ shining in us by the Holy Spirit is the basis of our 
glorification and sanctification. There is no separation between a so-called 
justification, sanctificaction and glorification as if these were three separate 
processes or stages in one process. Il is the Holy Spirit who is the agent in 
all three processes, which are simultaneous - nol three stages. 


If there is any face-to-face vision of the glory of Godin St. Cyril. itis the 
intuition (ennoesis) of the beauly of the God-nature of the Fatheras reflected 
in Christ, the incarnate, divine Christ, the glory of the one who shines forth 
from the Father (tén tou pephenotos ex autou théoresantes doxan 
Commentary on St.John XV1.25 PG 73: 464 B). But it is this same glory we 
intuit in Christ that is imparted to us by the Spirit, and It is the glory of the 
Holy Trinity, to which we are united in Christ by the Holy Spirit. 


Again and again, both in Western thought and in many aspects of what 
is Byzantine thought, there is aretum to the Platonic position ofthenatural 
affinity of the soul with God, and therefore to a mysticism in which Christ 
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and the Holy Spirit play a devotional, but not a theological role. Evagrius 
Ponticus, lacking the philosophical sophistication of Gregory of Nyssaand 
Cyril of Alexandria, was probably responsible for this deviation. Evagrius 
does not abandon the notion of the incomprehensibility of God's nature or 
ousia. But he simplistcally assumes that when the Trinity, by grace reveals 
himself to humans, the soul of the latter experiences direct or face-to-face 
vision of God. Thisis Platonismas shaped by Origen. And, of course, in good 
Platonic form, Evagrius denies any formor figure in the Holy Trinity that is 
visible to the senses. Bul Christology and Pneumatology play nodistinct role 
in the experience, (hough it is avowedly Trinitarian. Evagrius' mysticism, 
however, remains, like much of Western mysticism, basically intellectual- 
istic, 


Iam leaving out ofaccount the later Byzantine developments- particu- 
larly Maximus the Confessor and Gregory Palamas, since our tradition does 
not recognize these wrilers. Dionysius the (pseudo-) Areopagite is recog- 
nized In our tradition, and he is basically in the same line as Gregory of 
Nyssa, though the West has misinterpreted him as following the line of 
Plotinusand Augustine. 


‘The most important points in Dionysius may be very briefly stated: 


1. Theosis is a process of the’ dynamics of relations between 
communities and within each community. 


2. Theosis takes place by the infusion of God's creative ener- 
gies into created beings. 


3. Theosis is a process in which there is both receiving and 
giving oul of spiritual energy. 


4. Theosisis not theoria, the vision of God, but the infinite and 
continuous transfiguration of all creation, in proportion to 
the capacity of each being, into the God-bearing image of 
glory. Ultimate union is beyond knowledge, through the 
cloud of unknowing. 


5. In Greogory as well as in Dionysius, the ousia of God 
remains unintuitable, incomprehensible. It is only the life- 
giving energies that we can know and be transformed by. 
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But these energies or dynameis are God Himself in His 
operaUonal aspect, indwelling the creation and transfig- 
uring lt. They are not progressively weaker emanations 
- as in Plolinus or Proclus. These transforming energies 
sustain, unify and transfigure the whole creation - co- 
operating with the will of the creature, the liberty of 
which Is recognized and fostered. 


1. The Pope asked the Irish Primate, Richard Fitzralph, Archbishop of Armagh to make a study 
of the Armenian teaching. This study is in Filzralph’s Summa quaestionibus Armenorum 


